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Abstract 
 
Purpose – This paper is informed by a study that aimed to understand the difficulties in 
implementing models of housing, and to help address the lack of accessible and affordable 
private housing for people with disability in Australia. In responding to this aim, the study 
formulated an ecological map of housing models, which are examined in this paper in terms 
of their underlying assumptions of vulnerability. 
Design/methodology/approach – The study involved explanation building, using a 
multiple case study approach, informed theoretically by an ecological framework. It included 
organisations, families and individuals with disability. 
Findings – For the purpose of this paper, the study revealed a direct relationship between 
the nature of the housing models proposed, and assumptions of vulnerability.  In the context 
of the study findings, the paper suggests that attempts to address individual housing needs 
are more likely to achieve a positive outcome when they are person driven, from a premise 
of ability rather than disability.  Overall, it invites a ‘universalistic’ way of conceptualising 
housing issues for people with disability that has international relevance. 
Practical implications – This paper highlights how assumptions of vulnerability shape 
environmental responses, such as housing, for people with disability. 
Originality/value - This paper is based on a study that reconciled a person-centred 
philosophy with an ecological appreciation of the external and internal factors impacting 
housing choice for people with disability.  
Keywords  
Housing, private housing, disability, ecological framework, safeguarding, vulnerability. 
Introduction 
This paper is informed by a federally funded study (Franz et al. 2014) that aimed to 
understand the difficulties in implementing models of housing that help address the lack of 
accessible and affordable private housing for people with disability in Australia. Private 
housing is defined in the study as “housing that is owned or is in the process of being 
purchased by the occupant, or is privately rented by the occupant” (Franz et al. 2014, vi). To 
this end, the study adopted a multiple case study approach involving organisations, families 
and individuals with disability. It undertook semi-structured interviews and accessed various 
sources of data including documents and archived records. It also utilised an ecological 
framework to position the cases systemically, and identify internal and external factors 
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impacting attempts by the case organisations to develop alternative private housing options 
on behalf of people with disability, as well as attempts by individuals (and families) working 
directly to secure suitable housing for themselves. This paper will consider a key finding of 
the study, namely the direct relationship between the nature of the housing models proposed 
and assumptions of vulnerability. In the context of the study findings, the paper suggests that 
attempts to address individual housing needs are more likely to achieve a positive outcome 
when they are person driven, from a premise of ability rather than disability, while also 
interconnecting with mainstream external environments and systems.  
As background, the paper provides an overview of the original study, augmented with a 
review of emerging research on vulnerability and approaches to safeguarding. It then details 
the methodology of the foundational study, as well as the approach taken to understand the 
outcome of the study in terms of vulnerability. In line with this emphasis, the paper confines 
description of the findings to the ecologies of housing developed in the study, and applies a 
vulnerability lens, to develop a deeper understanding in relation to the notion of 
safeguarding. The paper concludes by drawing out the most significant implications of these 
findings for the international as well as Australian context. 
 
Background  
 
The foundational study 
 
Despite growing evidence of the significant role of housing in relation to health and wellbeing 
(Tually, Beer and McLoughlin 2011, 22), as well as legislation that endorses the choice of 
housing as a basic human right (Convention of the Rights of People with Disabilities 
(CPRD)), private housing in Australia remains largely unaffordable (Andrew Beer et al. 2011; 
Beer and Faulkner 2008) and inaccessible (Ward 2011) for people with disability. In other 
words, people with disability are less likely to be home owners, and more likely than the 
general population to be tenants, especially social housing tenants (Beer and Faulkner 
2008, vi). Just prior to 2013, households with a person with disability made up 40% of 
tenants in public housing and approximately 37% in community housing (Australian Institute 
of Health and Welfare 2013, 40).  This substantial number of people highlights inequitable 
access to private housing as a significant social and human rights issue.  
As proclaimed in human rights legislation, such as the Convention of the Rights of People 
with Disabilities (CPRD) (United Nations 2007), the choice of housing for people with 
disability, including private rental or ownership, can be a major facilitator in improving the 
economic, social, political and cultural participation by people with disability, which are the 
very factors (as well as a lack of appropriately designed and located housing) that inhibit 
access to housing of choice, particularly that offered through the mainstream housing 
market. For example, research has revealed that the difficulties experienced by people with 
disability include those of, exclusion from mainstream housing, economic disadvantage (with 
low employment a major contributing factor), the high cost of care (particularly for those with 
severe disabilities), and the type and level of disability, especially mental illness (Tually, Beer 
and McLoughlin 2011, 33).  
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In terms of the lack of accessible mainstream housing stock, for the most part, this can be 
explained in terms of the key policy initiatives that have shaped the provision of housing for 
people with disability in the last twenty-five years (Franz et al. 2014, 9). While policy 
initiatives (for example, the recently introduced National Disability Insurance Scheme 
(NDIS)) endorse human rights obligations such as the Convention on the Rights of People 
with Disabilities (CRPD) (United Nations 2007), particularly that people with disability have 
the right to “full and effective participation and inclusion in society” (Article 3) and “the 
opportunity to choose their place of residence and where and with whom they live on an 
equal basis with others (Article 4), these, and associated legislation including the Disability 
Services Act (DSA)(Queensland State Government 2006) and the Disability Discrimination 
Act (DDA) (Australian Government 1992), have done little to inform the required changes to 
the National Construction Code (NCC) (Australian Building Codes 2013) and codes of 
practice. Although public spaces are now required to provide non-discriminatory access, 
there is no such requirement for private housing. In response to this, the national 
government is currently trialling a voluntary initiative (Livable Housing Australia 2012) that 
invites the housing industry to incorporate various levels of physical access into new private 
dwellings. As reported in Franz et al. (2014), by mid-2013, the take-up by the private housing 
industry had been slow, with most certifications involving government residential facilities. 
Associated research by Ward et al. (2012), and Ward (2011) seriously questions whether 
this initiative will have a major impact without increase in demand or regulation. 
Over the last several years various Australian organisations have adopted, what they regard 
as person-centred approaches, in order to develop models intended to give people with 
disability greater access to private housing, either through ownership or rental. Generally, at 
the time of the study, the specific cases selected to study had failed, or were stalled due to a 
range of difficulties. The study informing this paper aimed to understand these impediments 
and difficulties, and draw out implications for access to, and the design and provision of, 
private housing for people with disability. The term person-centred is used in this context to 
refer to approaches that place the person with disability at the centre, and, if possible, 
actively involve them in making decisions about their life based on their aspirations and 
capacities (Rasheed, Fore and Miller 2006; van Dam, Ellis and Sherwin 2008). 
As outlined in greater detail in the Method section of this paper, the original study involved 
three organisational cases and one individual family case, all of which actively sought to 
develop alternative models of affordable, and accessible, housing.  To understand first-hand 
experiences, the study also included a number of individuals with disability and their families 
with a range of experiences relating to accessing existing housing models. 
While examining the first two cases, a complex interconnection with external social systems 
became apparent that invited additional theoretical development through the application of 
an ecological framework. As explained in the Findings section of this paper, the ecological 
framework was fundamental to formulating the study’s conclusions and recommendations, 
which recognised housing models as ecologies, and for this paper revealing the relationship 
between assumptions of vulnerability and approaches to housing. As further context, the 
paper now turns to a brief review of selected literature on vulnerability and safeguarding as it 
applies to this study. 
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Emerging ideas regarding vulnerability and safeguarding 
 
According to Brown (2011), as a concept in social welfare, vulnerability shapes the way in 
which people are classified and managed, how resources are allocated, how social 
obligations are defined, and how intervention in people’s lives is justified (Brown 2011, 313). 
To support an argument for it to be considered with great care, she adopts two contrasting 
vantage points: one where the concept is considered as paternalistic, oppressive, controlling 
and stigmatising; the other where it acts as “a theoretical basis for the achievement of 
equality, autonomy and freedom in society” (314). In terms of it being paternalistic and 
oppressive, Brown points to it as a concept that focuses attention on individuals and their 
limitations or inabilities. In the area of disability this has parallels with the medical model of 
disability that conceives of people with disability as having something that prevents them 
from fully functioning and as such of being dependent on others for care and support. It also 
contributes to the belief that such people must be treated in separate and/or specialised 
ways, such as through the provision of purpose designed housing (Hemingway 2011, 52), 
which can also have an excluding and stigmatising effect. In addition, in cases of high 
dependency this can be interventionist and imposed to the point of compromising human 
rights (Brown 2011, 316). Various authors, including Brown (2011), Hemingway (2011), and 
Hollomotz (2009) agree that the emphasis placed on an individual by this ‘tragic’ 
conceptualisation can also detract attention from external structural factors that can be 
disabling. 
Alternatively, at the other end of the spectrum, arguments that give greater emphasis to 
human rights and the social, physical, and economic environment external to the individual 
reflect those of the social model.  As Hemingway writes, “disability is thus regarded as 
socially constructed and solutions are sought in structural changes…” through policy and 
legislation (2011, 55). Such a model is sympathetic to the idea that vulnerability is central to 
social citizenship and human rights and that “rather than viewing it as innate to particular 
biological states…it is seen as part of the personal, economic, social and cultural 
circumstances within which all individuals find themselves at different points in their lives” 
(Brown 2011, 317). 
In an effort to counter oppressive preventive processes,Hollomotz (2009) argues for a 
rejection of the concept of vulnerability, and a shift instead to finding universalistic 
environmental, and social, solutions to reduce risk (108). In looking at vulnerability in relation 
to sexual violence, he recognises that personal attributes, such as intellectual and physical 
impairments, can be significant risk factors, and that most incidents of sexual violence take 
place within the microsystem of the ‘home’ environment.  Having said this, he adds that risk 
factors contributing to sexual violence, and their preventative mechanisms, are also located 
in the local community, in education, work and so on, as well as in wider culture and society, 
through law and social policies. In essence, he describes an ‘ecological model of risk of 
sexual violence’ (104) and aligns somewhat with ‘social/relational’ and ‘biopsychosocial’ 
models of disability (Thomas 2004). From an ecological perspective, identifying individual 
risk factors should focus on abilities and empowerment, as opposed to disabilities and 
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disempowerment, and that this should always be accompanied by an analysis of social 
factors (Hollomotz 2009, 109). Further to this, is an understanding that events do not occur 
in isolation. Systems are interconnected, with changes in one affecting others (Hollomotz 
2009, 108). 
In Australia, several states have safeguarding policies that reflect an ecological view of risk 
for people with disability. For example, in South Australia, policy has been developed that 
focusses on “reducing risk and vulnerability, increasing safety and autonomy and promoting 
a systemic and systematic approach to safeguarding people with disability” (Government of 
South Australia 2013, 1). Central to this policy are individual safeguards, including “applying 
a person-centred approach focused on supporting and empowering a person to have control 
of and make informed choices and decisions about their own life” (6). In Western Australia, a 
position paper on individual safeguarding states that safeguards “include a range of informal 
and formal supports and mechanisms operating at the level of the individual, the community, 
their disability support services and overarching government systems and legislation” 
(Government of South Australia 2013, 1) and that “…first and foremost consideration in 
individual safeguarding should be reducing individual’s vulnerability through enhancing 
individuals’ ability to safeguard themselves” (Government of South Australia 2013, 7). 
Strategies to enhance personal power, as outlined in the position paper, include, among 
others, physical independence through environmental access, and security of home, such as 
having a lease in one’s name, being a home owner, and choice in house-mates and support 
staff (8). Other strategies are, having a valued role on work, and employment (Government 
of South Australia 2013), which can also be dependent on access to housing that is located 
in convenient proximity to places of employment. 
 
Design/methodology/approach 
 
The focus on developing personal agency, highlighted above in safeguarding policy, is also 
reflected in the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) which is currently being 
introduced across several locations in Australia. One of its central tenets is a person-centred 
approach that engages the person with disability in planning for, and making decisions 
about, their future – including where and with whom they live (Franz et al. 2014, 1). As 
stated in Franz et al. (2014): “unfortunately, the limited range of housing options for people 
with disability is seriously out of step with the UN convention and related person-centred 
policies, with emphasis placed on group homes and congregate care models of housing” (1). 
In response, the study asked: 
 What are the barriers and obstacles currently impeding person-centred 
approaches to private housing for people with disability? and; 
 How might such knowledge contribute to the development and implementation 
of person-centred approaches to providing access to private housing for people 
with disability? 
 
Adopting a multiple case study approach informed by Yin (2009), initially three cases were 
chosen, all being not for profit (NFP) initiatives that had an explicit focus on housing for 
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people with a disability, and had attempted to integrate this housing into the private housing 
market, as well as attempted to create an holistic approach to integrating other 
sectors/services into the process, and attempting to develop and implement processes and 
models of housing that at the time did not otherwise exist. The cases were chosen to 
represent different approaches to these shared goals. As presented in Franz et al. (2014, 
52), they comprised: 
Case A 
 A community financial organisation working on behalf of individuals with 
disabilities and/or their families and using not-for-profit community organisations 
(including service and housing providers) to broker financial models to facilitate 
access to appropriately designed and affordable housing, including owner-
occupied housing. 
Case B 
 A not-for-profit foundation organisation working on behalf of young people with 
disability at risk of being placed in or staying permanently in residential aged 
care facilities (RACs’). To this end, the organisation worked with state and 
federal governments, housing associations, property developers, community 
service organisations and financial institutions with the intention of producing an 
integrated model of supported housing. 
Case C 
 A community association working directly with families with an adult child with a 
disability, a financial institution, a planning organisation, local/state/federal 
governments, a research institution, and a social enterprise housing provider to 
produce a financial, legal and regulatory model to facilitate transition for the 
adult child to independent living through. 
 
After attaining high-risk ethical clearance (NEAF), initial individual case study research was 
undertaken which involved collecting multiple data sources, including documents, archived 
records, semi-structured interviews, and information relating to the models developed by the 
organisations.  In addition, in order to explore a wider range of experiences relating to 
private housing that were not initiated by NFP organisations, the study included: 
 A case of an approach to housing initiated by a parent for their adult children with 
disability (Case D); and  
 Individuals with a range of disabilities and experiences of housing, and, where 
relevant, their families.  These included individuals and/or families who have 
been successful in accessing private housing (n=3); individuals and/or families 
who have tried to access private housing but have been unsuccessful (n=7); 
individuals/families who have experience of housing typologies not represented 
in the case studies (n=5); and individuals/families with greater diversity in terms 
of demographics, personal and family characteristics and circumstances, and 
so on (n=10) (Franz et al. 2014). 
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Figure 1: Multiple case study research approach 
        informed by Yin (2009) (Franz et al. 2014, 55). 
 
The study adopted an explanation-building approach, where data collected were analysed 
iteratively, with emerging findings compared against previous and emerging accounts, both 
within and across organisation and individual cases.  Interview transcripts were coded 
individually by three of the researchers and compared to ensure research rigour.  Figure 1 
describes the final process undertaken. 
While undertaking the initial case studies, the need to have a holistic theoretical framework 
to accommodate the complexity of the cases also became apparent. To this end, 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model (1994) was employed and adapted. The model consists 
of six levels. At the centre is the individual with their intrapersonal qualities including their 
biology, demographics, and family situation.  In close proximity is the micro-system, involving 
particular physical, social and symbolic features with which the individual comes into direct 
and immediate contact. These include certain settings such as school, health environments, 
workplace, neighbourhood, and associated people (for example, family, friends, and carers) 
and activities (playing, visiting, learning, socialising). Connected to the micro-system is the 
meso-system, comprising the linkages and processes taking place between two or more 
settings accommodating the person (for example, the home/neighbourhood relationships; 
home/service provider relationships). Adjacent to this system is the exo-system, 
encompassing various systems that have indirect influence, such as the political system, the 
economic system, the housing industry, and so on. Extending out from the exo-system is the 
macro-system, or the larger cultural context locating cultural values, social ideologies, and 
so forth. Situating all these systems, and the individual, within time, and the process of 
change, is the chrono-system. Interpreting Bronfenbrenner’s model (1994) in relation to this 
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study, it became apparent that transition to private housing for the individual with disability 
ought to occur when relationships between and across relevant systems are compatible or 
have contiguity.   
 
Findings 
This section focusses on the ecologies of housing approach developed in the study, and 
what is revealed when these ecologies are examined in relation to underlying assumptions 
of vulnerability and safeguarding.  The following diagram (Figure 2) shows the position of the 
four cases inside the ecological framework. As depicted, the organisations are within, or at 
the interface, of systems across the framework. Each occupies a different position, spanning 
the personal/intra-personal system through to the broader regulatory, policy and economic 
exo-system. In the case of the organisations (Cases A, B, C), these are located at varying 
distances from the person with disability and their immediate personal system (which is 
located at the heart of the framework).  
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Position of cases in the ecological framework (Franz et al. 2014, 53) 
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Operating from an economic perspective, the community finance organisation (Case A) 
regarded difficulties of access to private housing for people with disability as largely 
economic; stemming from a lack of financial capital that restricted the ability to compete in 
the private market. Attempts to address this, through social investment in appropriately 
located and designed housing, reflected an appreciation of the need to connect with various 
systems concurrently. In this case, however it was restricted chiefly to those representing 
people with disablity, and assumptions regarding the interconnection of housing and care. In 
their words: “…the intersection is occurring between the needs and life circumstances of an 
individual and their connection to an organsiation and that organisation’s needs and ability to 
respond to the individual, so it’s all tied in together”. The approaches adopted by this finance 
organisation, and their desire for change at a systemic level, through the development of 
new financial systems, reflect a social model appreciation of disability, and a view of 
vulnerability that is human rights based. As one of their representatives stated: “[our work] 
connects back to our [organisational] history…and values centred on self-help, mutuality, 
and reciprocity”. The attempts by this organisation to find solutions outside the mainstream 
market, are also attempts to safeguard people with disability from the practices of 
mainstream financial institutions, and rental authorities. In this regard, they reject practices of 
risk assessment that focus on disability rather than ability. 
In the case of the foundation organisation (Case B) again there was an attempt to reconcile 
systemic issues with personal issues. Whereas the previous case started from a position of 
economic vulnerability, this organisation started from one of social vulnerability, and the 
tendency for people with acquired brain injury (ABI), usually young adults, to be 
accommodated in residential aged care facilities (RACF’s) due to inadequately designed and 
located housing in the wider community. As with Case A, this organisation also recognised 
the need for systemic integration and alignment (political, financial, legal, and so on) but 
again restricted this to the disability sector, with significant reliance on relationships already 
developed between service providers and people with disability. While their vision for a small 
number of universally designed dwellings, within a larger mix of social or private housing, 
offered greater potential for community participation than the RACF’s, they still represented 
a form of congregate care accommodation, revealing an underlying ‘paternalistic’ and 
potentially ‘stigmatising’ (Brown 2011) conception of vulnerability associated with ABI. 
This congregate care model of accommodation supported by Case B, stands in contrast to 
Case C, a community association which, as reflected Figure 2, had a closer relationship with 
the individuals with disability and their family.  Case C strove to develop a duplex model of 
housing that had the potential to support the transition of the adult child with disability from 
home to a more independent lifestyle. The closer proximity of the organisation to the person 
allowed for a greater appreciation of the individual as a whole, and of their abilities and 
aspirations.  Nevertheless, difficulties were experienced financially when the relevant 
government and financial systems were unable to see where it would fit within existing 
systems and structures. As expressed by one of the organisations’ representatives, there 
was “recognition from the government that the project was a good idea, but they didn’t know 
where it fits. Does it fit under housing? Does it fit under disabilities?”. So, while this 
organisation attempted to act on their ecological understanding of disability and find 
universalistic environmental and social solutions (Hollomotz 2009) to increase opportunities 
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for independence of individuals with disability, they were inevitably blocked by existings 
systems operating in disconnected ways with largely interventionist attitudes of supporting 
people with disability. 
This discussion to date has focussed on three not for profit organisations operating on behalf 
of people with disability. In all cases, the attempts that were made to intervene in existing 
markets with new models of housing had failed or stalled. In contrast, Case D, which was 
driven directly by the person with disability and their family, achieved what they regarded as 
a satisfying outcome. Driven by the desire for her child to live as normative a life as possible 
despite their severe intellectual disability, and also conscious of their financial 
circumstances, the mother in this case initiated with two other families a family governed 
approach to build a community within, and with, an existing social housing cluster in a 
mainstream housing community. Faithful to the vision of this being a home for her son, she 
relentlessly pursued the relevant government departments for the provision of an appropriate 
integrated funding package, as well as an appropriately designed unit to be occupied solely 
by her son who also received 24 hour care.  
The intent was that the need to accommodate a support worker did not spatially impact on 
the primary purpose of this unit as a home, the tenancy of which was held by her son who, 
because of the unit’s location, was also able to continue to work part-time running his 
personal business. While social models of disability tend to ignore personal circumstances, 
and medical models disregard social factors (Hollomotz 2009; Hemingway 2011), in this 
case we see an example of an ecological understanding involving consideration of personal, 
as well as external environmental and social agency, as what might be safeguarding 
approaches to reducing risk. For the mother in Case D, the intentional community model 
enabled her son to live on his own, within a supportive community, which was considered to 
pose less risk, physically and emotionally, than congregated accommodation or respite. 
I never wanted him to be in congregate care, I never wanted him to live in a 
group house  because he's… really vulnerable, he's had the most horrible 
things happen to him when he's been with other, well staff who don't know him, 
and other people with a disability, and one of the best things about him moving 
out into his own home, I thought, he never has to go to respite again. He never 
has to do that again, like he will be safe, and he is safe too, anyway so I start, I 
think I probably started the very, very hard work about the intentional 
community… (Case Study D) 
In reviewing Case D, in terms of the government safeguarding policies referred to previously, 
it is clear that the mother’s focus was on enhancing the personal power of her son, through 
the provision of an accessible place to live, a lease in his name, having choice of who may 
live with him, as well as choice regarding support staff. The intentional community also 
comprised a range of formal and informal supports and mechanisms. 
For some parents, however, for their child to live away from home in their own house or in a 
shared facility is considered as posing greater risk. For several parents who participated in 
the study, the decision to support their child in their desire to live more independently and 
potentially with what they regarded as greater risk was a difficult one. For other parents this 
was understood as offering the dignity of risk available to others generally: 
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Instead of enhancing his life, they would be trying to keep him safe, they would 
be trying to keep him safe…People have got to have a life, not just be locked up 
and safe haven’t they? (Participant parent). 
The decision to live independently particularly in social housing or private rental 
accommodation, also brought with it the risk in terms of ontological security; risks that the 
participants were prepared to live with for the right to live independently: 
I still have some, we all do, some fear I suppose that somebody might come 
along and say, what is this? You know, what is this? We need to stick two more 
people with disabilities here…(Parent participant). 
I want my house to be safeguarded from any government trying to take it away, 
or turn it into a group home that deprives [me] of my rights (Participant with 
disability). 
 
Conclusion 
In the study that inspired this paper, attempts by the case organisations to increase 
accessible and affordable housing stock, that has security of tenure for people with disability, 
were found to be seriously compromised by the organisations assuming and maintaining 
what the study terms a ‘disability space’. As this paper has highlighted, this reflects an 
underlying assumption of disability rather than ability despite the organisations’ rhetoric of 
adopting person-centred approaches and government safeguarding policies which regard 
enhancing ability as the primary way of reducing vulnerability. Contributing to this, was the 
distance of the organisations from the individual with disability, and the organisations’ 
reliance on service providers (and other community organisations) to speak on behalf of 
individuals with disability as well as organisations that already have either a formal or 
informal ‘care’ relationship with individuals.  
In Case D, and stories by individual participants, the study found examples of what is 
possible through personal agency, particularly when the agency is directed at aligning and 
reconciling existing mainstream systems with a personal vision based on basic human rights 
and ability. Informed by Hollomotz (2009), one could say that these approaches seek 
universalistic environmental and social solutions to reduce risk, and it is from this 
universalistic position that the original study made its overarching recommendation to 
address housing stock availability and suitability through a mainstream design response 
aimed at improving the usability of environments for society as a whole.  
Ultimately what is highlighted here is the importance of examining underlying assumptions of 
vulnerability in terms of the services provided to individuals with disability. In relation to 
services such as housing, these may be better provided through (or aligned with) 
mainstream mechanisms where already existing assumptions of agency are extended to 
accommodate a more expansive and heterogeneous spectrum of ability, and as such, a 
more inclusive society. Given that the Australian context, in relation to disability support, has 
much in common with other countries such as the UK and the USA, the paper argues that 
the findings have relevance internationally and invites further exploration of their implications 
for how disability services provided in other countries can be more ability rather than 
disability focussed.  
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